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The Strom Thurmond Institute of Government and Public Affairs at
Clemson University established the Harris Page Smith Memorial
Lectures in Local Government in 1989 to provide a forum for
reviewing and discussing the principal concerns of South Carolina's
counties and municipalities. The lectures are presented annually by
the presidents ofthe South Carolina Association of Counties and the
Municipal Association of South Carolina. In establishing the lecture
series, the Institute is attempting to perpetuate the work of Senator
Harris Page Smith through whose encouragement the Strom Thur
mond Institute's efforts in state and local government were initiated
and to introduce the Clemson University community to continuing
issues in South Carolina local government. No South Carolinian of
Senator Smith's generation has done more than he to focus attention
upon the importance of local government.
Harris Page Smith was elected to represent Pickens County in the
South Carolina House of Representatives in 1963. He left the House
after election to the South Carolina Senate in 1971 where he served
until his death in 1981. During his service in the legislature, he
played an active role in calling attention to the needs and concerns
of local governments. Upon formation of the Advisory Council on
Intergovernmental Relations by Governor Richard W. Riley, Senator
Smith was named chairman of the group. Prior to that appointment
he chaired the special study committee on alternative sources of
revenue for municipal and county governments which called upon
Clemson University faculty to provide staff support to the legislature
in the form of policy studies.
A native of Easley, Harris Page Smith received his B.S. degree froin
Davidson College in 1949 and a law degree from the University of
South Carolina in 1952. After two years of service in the U.S. Army,
he returned home to Pickens County to practice law in 1954. He was
active in numerous church, civic, and professional organizations. In
1952 he married Nell Whitley; and they had four children, Sam,
Susan. Hugh, and Phyllis.
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Harris Page Smith Memorial Lectures
County Government in South Carolina Today
By Lowell C. Spires, Jr.
When Dr. Horace Fleming called and asked ifl would take
part in this lecture series, appropriately named after the late
Senator Harris Page Smith of Pickens County, who we have
acknowledged was a champion of home rule for local govern
ment, I accepted because it provided an opportunity for me to
do two things: to honor the memory of a man who believed in
and fought for local self-determination through home rule for
local governments and to share with you the message that the
struggle for local self-government continues. My topic today
is 'The State of County Government in South Carolina"-!
think you would agree with me that that's quite an ambitious
undertaking.
Eachjourney begins with a first step. To understand where
I think we are today, in my opinion, you need to understand
how county government had its beginnings. In South Caro
lina its beginnings actually date back to 1669. When drawing
up the Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina, the eight
Lords Proprietor intended to emphasize counties. The county
was intended to be the basic unit for local government. After
the successful settlement of Carolina colony in 1670, three
counties were created in 1682: Berkeley which included the
present day Charleston, Craven, and Colleton. Despite a
prominent beginning, the county as an instrument of govern
ment quite frankly never amounted to much during the
colonial period.
From the colonial period to the end of the War Between the
States, the county was almost nonexistent as a functioning
unit of government. Other than for court administration and
use as a geographic reference, the county served little other
purpose. Local public works and education systems were
authorized directly by the legislature, and there was no
regular system of county taxation.
In 1868 with the adoption of a new state constitution,
county government was reinvigorated, at least reinvigorated

from what it previously had been. Each county was governed
by an elected board of county commissioners with authority
over taxes and expenditures for county purposes. However,
county government was caught up in the turbulent politics of
Reconstruction, and in 1890 the constitutional provision for
county government was repealed. I won't go into why that took
place. but I would challenge you if you are interested in local
government to find out how that process evolved.
The subsequent 1895 Constitution recognized counties
again; it described specifically how a new county was to be
formed or an old one altered. Counties were also required to
provide for the poor and to levy a school tax. Other provisions
embedded in the constitution restricted the General Assembly's
ability to authorize any other taxes for counties except for
limited county purposes and eliminated any provisions for a
local governing body for the counties. A South Carolina
county could do little more than provide for schools, roads,
ferries, bridges, public buildings and facilities, but only as the
General Assembly permitted. Clearly, and without reserva
tion, county government was in the hands of the legislature.
Unclear legal powers at that time, combined with political
tensions, led to the development ofa legislative delegation that
administered the county. County government by legislative
delegation derived itself from law and custom and varied
greatly from county to county. Each county operated on the
basis of a supply bill passed each year by the General
Assembly as local legislation. The supply bill was the county's
budget, an appropriations bill for a county's revenue and
expenditures. The county senator and house members ac
tively governed the county. more particularly the county
senator. At that time each county elected one senator. The
county senator was an all-powerful person. While a county
board of commissioners could be established, it operated only
within the defined limits authorized by the legislative delega
tion and possessed no real power over operations within the
county. I pause to ask you a question. In spite of all the
progress, are we still in the hands of the legislature? Are we
still in the mental process of the county supply bill?
From 1895 until shortly after World War II, local county
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government was operated exclusively from the statehouse in
Columbia. Then, in 1948, because of explosive local growth
spurred by military operations, the Charleston County dele
gation, overburdened by playing dual roles of state legislator
and county council member, authorized Charleston County to
hold a referendum to determine whether or not the county
should be governed by an elected county council vested with
limited powers ofself-government. County government started
in 1669 and without much progress moved forward to 1948,
still with limited powers of self-government. Remember my
earlier question. The passage of the referendum by the people
of Charleston County, we would like to think, was the begin
ning of the end for legislative delegation rule over county
government.
Continued growth and the one-man, one-vote ruling by the
United States Supreme Court in the 1964 case of Reynoldsv.
Sims led to the development of some form of county-based
governing body for about half of South Carolina's forty-six
counties by 1970.
In 1966, a joint resolution of the General Assembly created
a committee to study the revision of the 1895 Constitution. It
is from the work of the constitutional revision committee that
a revision of Article VIII dealing with local government was
proposed to the General Assembly. Here we were in 1966
dealing with an 1895 Constitution! In the 1972 general
election, the people approved the revision of Article VIII: and
on March 7, 1973, the General Assembly ratified the revision.
In June of 1975, after a long, hard, bitterly contested fight in
the General Assembly, Act 283 was passed. Act 283 imple
mented the home rule provisions of the revised Article VIII.
The law provided that on or before July 1, 1976, each of the
forty-six counties had to choose a new form of government
from the five options originally provided for in the legislation.
For the first time, each county in South Carolina would be
governed by an elected county council vested with general
powers of local government-progress, movement from lim
ited to general powers like those of a city council which had
had that authority for many, many years. The county supply
bill became obsolete because special laws for an individual
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county were now prohibited by the state constitution. With all
respect and not meaning to be abrasive to anyone. today many
state legislators do not know this or do not understand this or
do not accept this. They still try and sometimes still pass local
legislative bills. There were 419 bills introduced last year in
the South Carolina General Assembly affecting local govern
ments.
From 1669 to 1975, 306 years, that's how long it took to
develop the county as a functioning unit of local government
in South Carolina. I think that it is important to remember
from where we have come so that we can evaluate where we
are today and where we want to be tomorrow.
I am reminded that the American humorist Mark Twain
once said, "Always do the right thing. It will gratify some
people and astonish the rest." In trying to assess for you the
state of county government in South Carolina today. I find
myself recalling that passage and applying it to our present
condition. When counties do things right in South Carolina.
we gratify some people; and we do probably astonish the rest.
That's because county government is probably the most
ambiguous and least understood form of government in South
Carolina or in any other state, for that matter. Imagine, if you
will, a governmental form whose responsibilities include such
diverse functions as public education, law enforcement, li
braries. museums. water, sewer, paved and unpaved roads,
court systems. solid waste. zoning, planning, and many
others. That, I assure you, is only a short list of the many.
many tasks which counties in this nation and in this state
perform today.
Consider, further, a governmental arena literally crowded
with uncoordinated, sometimes uncooperative, and very often
competitive entities. In this nation today. in which county
governments number only a few thousand nationwide, there
are almost 30,000 special purpose districts and well over
15,000 school districts. Municipal governments total more
than 19,000. Iamfromacountywith200,000peopleand 15
municipalities. I won't even begin to count the special purpose
districts.
So imagine counties with broad and sometimes even unde6

fined responsibilities functioning in an arena of some 65,000
other governmental entities at the local level with potentially
overlapping and competing responsibilities.
If my purpose here today were to make a defense for county
government, then I suppose I would simply say at this point.
I rest my case. But my purpose today is not to defend or
rationalize. My purpose in being here today is not self-serving.
My purpose is to broaden the educational understanding of
county government in this state and this nation and along the
way to discuss with you what I consider to be its current
status.
I might begin with something of an explanation of where
counties fit, or do not fit, in the governmental scheme of
things. To a purely academic mind, or to a mind which would
function with a large dose oflogic, there may seem to be some
rather neat and tidy levels of government just as the textbook
says. federal. state and local. You see it's convenient to say
federal and state and local. There is only one federal govern
ment. and each state has only one state government. But the
logic breaks down at that point. Local governments. as I
mentioned earlier, are many and fragmented. Across the
nation. there are tens of thousands. Here in South Carolina.
they are also quite numerous.
As a result. we start out finding it difficult to define missions
and jurisdictions. What a county may do in one part of the
state. it does not do in another part of the state. The
relationships between cities and counties vary widely; and the
relationships among cities, counties. school districts and
special purpose districts are very often a confusing entangle
ment. South Carolina is not alone in this regard. In St. Louis
County, Missouri. for example, there were ninety-one sepa
rate municipal governments with which the county had to
work; and that did not even include the city of St. Louis.
I make these observations about the patchwork nature of
local government simply to lay the groundwork for a later
discussion of the nature of the problems of county govern
ments and some potential approaches to solutions. Suffice it
to say that there is nothing simple about dealing with local
governments in America today.
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As a theme, I would like to borrow a statement from a recent
issue of Governing Magazine in which John Herbers wrote,

County government has emerged in the l 980's
[sic] as the unit of government under the most
stress. It is the unit of government that must deal
with many of the most critical social problems,
such as health, welfare and corrections. It must
serve urban and suburban areas at the same time
that it must tend to rural and agricultural prob
lems.
Yet it is the unit of government most difficult to
change to meeting changing needs. For a decade
and more, counties have been the fastest-growing
general purpose governments in terms of budget,
employees and constituents. And whether they
serve a few hundred people in rural Texas, or eight
million in Los Angeles County, counties are hav
ing a hard time of it.
To that observation about counties nationally, I would add
that the same holds true here in South Carolina. Counties
range in size from 7,200 people in McCormick County to
around 300,000 people in Richland, Greenville and Char
leston counties. Whatever the size, the county is also the unit
ofgovernment in South Carolina which is hit hardest and feels
the effects of change and growth first.
In that context. I would like to suggest several areas in
which I would like to discuss counties, their condition, and
their future, today. Generally, my remarks will fall into these
categories:
•
•
•
•

Financial needs
Consolidation
Management
Planning for the future

While each of these areas covers other subjects, I believe
they can give me an adequate framework in which to cover
8

what I consider to be the major issues facing counties for the
rest of this century and beyond.
Financial Needs
By now, most of you are familiar with the revenue dilemma
in which counties have found themselves. As I mentioned
previously, it was only thirteen years ago that the General
Assembly enacted legislation authorizing and identifying the
forms of county government which could be established in
South Carolina. At the risk ofmentioning USC [the University
of South Carolina] so shortly after Saturday's football game,
I'll refer to the observation by Elease Graham who has noted
that the legislature gave counties expenditure home rule, but
has not given counties revenue home rule.
That simply means that as we cope with more and more
demand for services and ever-increasing populations in some
counties, we do not have revenue sources that track the
growth. An interesting dilemma is the problem now being
faced by Richland County which is being hard pressed to come
up with revenues to keep its public libraries open on week
ends. I would suggest that the kind of dilemma facing
Richland County will become more and more common as
financial burdens on counties continue to grow.
Local government's recent experience with the terrible
disaster Hurricane Hugo pointed out how weak postured local
governments are financially. The hurricane pointed out how
limited we are to respond to what a natural disaster can do in
counties and cities across this state.
Counties don't do a good job of communicating with the
public sometimes about the dilemmas they face. Voters in
Lexington School District 1 turned down three school bond
issues, $27 million, $18 million, and $13 million. The courts
allowed the district to use lease purchases to finance the
capital improvements proposed in the bond issues. During
the first year under the lease purchase process, with limited
rebuilding and limited modernization of facilities tax mills
went up in that district four more than what a bond issue
would have cost.
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You might say that the widening gap between county
revenues and the services expected of counties is only part of
the bad news. As many ofyou may also be aware, the last eight
years have been times in which the federal government has
also been withdrawing its financial resources from state and
local governments. Most recently. the Urban Action Develop
ment Grant has been a victim of the budget tightening in
Washington; and its loss has intensified the financial difficul
ties at the local government level. There is no longer any
money for water and sewer; there is no money for infrastruc
ture. Lack of infrastructure deprives local governments of the
opportunity to recruit industry and to keep local property
taxes down. Lost revenue sharing in 1986 cost local govern
ments in this state $70 million. You will not be surprised to
know that no one has stepped forward to replace that. We
have the money to bail out the savings and loan industry. I
don't understand a federal government that collects all of its
revenues from the local level, saying to its states and counties
that it has no revenue to share. But ifyou and I set off to some
Central American country and decide to cause a revolt on
either side or the other, we most probably can be rewarded
handsomely. But there is no money at the federal level to
share with local and state governments.
There have been ongoing efforts to ease the financial
burden on counties and municipalities by enacting the local
option sales tax, one of five forms originally put forward,
generally tied to a rollback of property taxes. This legislation
has been resisted by the General Assembly in past years,
although support for the principle seems to be growing. I
would like to stop and ask you a question again. Why is it
resisted? I believe the citizens should decide how to pay for
government. Do we tax only those with property? Or do we
tax everyone with a sales tax, this based on disposable
income? I have heard the argument on how unfair it is, but
I don't necessarily buy all of that. I don't think it is the
responsibility for owners of property to pay for all government
services.
Why does the General Assembly resist giving local govern
ments financial autonomy? Yet on many occasions, they have

given it to school boards and other special purpose districts
and agencies, at least without the strings that local govern
ment faces. Is it because they fear they lose control? Is it
because they fear that they can no longer control you as they
did in the old county supply bill process? Is it because they
have not matured enough to trust their partners, their chil
dren, their child, their creation called local government? I
submit to you, it is time to stop being fed out the back door
with scraps.
You see, it is simply inevitable to me that local governments,
and particularly counties, must develop tax bases that are not
so dependent on property owners. If property tax millages
have to be adjusted to cope with the new demands for public
education, water and sewer, and trash collection and other
growing public needs, I can only envision a disorderly program
of growth for South Carolina counties. Crisis to crisis man
agement has already taken place in a lot of our counties and
cities. It is government by the squeaky wheel process. This
means if you get the most folks up for the biggest issue, tum
out to the right meeting, and tell everybody how you are a
taxpayer and property owner and a registered voter, you might
get your thing funded, while everybody else goes wanting even
though another project might have just as much merit. By
enacting the local option sales tax county officials can at least
have a chance of seeing some revenues grow into something
of a regular pattern which is commensurate with the growth
of population and service demand.
In addition, county government finances are severely im
pacted by state mandates which, in the main, are unfunded
by the state and constitute a heavy burden on our local
revenue system. In a 1988 report entitled State Mandated
Local Government Expenditures and Revenue Limitations in
South Carolina prepared by the South Carolina Advisory

Commission on Intergovernmental Relations, it was found
that South Carolina appears to have more state mandates to
local governments than any of its southeastern neighbors.
Eighty-eight percent of these mandates were imposed by the
legislature and 12 percent by state agencies. Of the 683
identified mandates, 93 percent are applicable to counties.
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The number of mandates is growing at an increasing rate. In
the sixties the average was seven new mandates each legisla
tive year, in the seventies the average was ten, and in the
eighties legislative mandates grew at the rate of fourteen per
year.
I'll give you a quick example in Lexington County. the
county with which I am familiar, and the county from which
I come. The county had a special referee system where people
settled minor disputes among themselves and paid for the
system. Lawyers served as special referees. According to state
law any county in excess of 150,000 people had to have a
master in equity on a permanent basis. According to the last
census, Lexington County was at a population of 147,000.
When the state senate passed S. l setting statewide salaries
for magistrates and probate judges, the Lexington County
delegation changed the population requirement for the master
in equity to 135,000. Since a master in equity must be a
lawyer, an attorney was appointed by Lexington County at a
beginning salary of $58,000 a year. The master in equity
immediately came to council to ask for more office space and
a second staffposition. So we modernized and redecorated the
offices in the courthouse, purchased new furniture, and
finally compromised at one and one-half staff persons. All of
this cost the county close to $200,000 a year. The greatest
amount of revenue turned in to the general fund or the county
treasurer since July 1 this year from this office has been $501.
This system replaced a special referee system paid for by
litigants. Not all mandates are bad. Some mandates are good;
however, no mandated programs should be approved by the
legislature without determining what funds will pay for such
programs.
When the costs of state mandates were assessed in the
report. it was found that. based on the data, three mandates
alone accounted for 36 percent of state aid to counties. It is
difficult to accept the argument that the current level of state
aid is sufficient to offset the costs of state mandates. I submit
that the state is not paying in aid to subdivisions for the cost
of the mandated programs. Counties are losing on the
proposition. It is also apparent that mandates place more of
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a financial burden on the poorest counties which, by defini
tion. are least able to generate additional revenues to comply
with state mandates. They generally also have fewer employ
ees, fewer programs. and fewer services to cut in order to divert
the revenue to mandated activities.
So, you see, added on top of the cost of paying for local
services because of growth is the increasing cost of complying
with state mandates. No one wants to argue with the
proposition that local service provision is generally more
responsive to the needs of local residents. The government
that governs closest to the people is the best government.
However, when counties are required to provide a service
without adequate financial assistance or without fiscal flexi
bility from the state. then all that has happened is that the
state budget has been kept viable at the expense of local
budgets and property taxpayers.
For the last three fiscal years, state aid to subdivisions has
been funded at only 85.4 percent of the statutory formula.
Only one year out of fourteen have local governments had full
funding of the statutory formula for distribution of state aid to
subdivisions. Local governments have been doing without 15
percent of the revenue, thirteen out of the last fourteen years.
I submit to you, the statehouse is balancing the budget on the
backs of local governments and local property taxpayers.
Elected state officials can say that they didn't raise your taxes,
that their hands are clean. I submit to you that they are not.
This is a strong position, strong statement. for which I stand
responsible. It is not meant to be abrasive or disrespectful. It
is meant to make someone think so that together we can find
a solution. Funding at 100 percent of formula would mean
that the legislature would have to appropriate an additional
$40 million in just the next fiscal year.
Year after year, the General Assembly has diverted money
from state aid to subdivisions which is used to help pay for
state mandates. With the increasing number ofmandates, the
underfunding of aid to subdivisions, and the reluctance of
some members of the General Assembly to grant counties an
alternate source of revenue, the property taxpayer is being
forced to pay for state programs. There is talk about govern13

mental accountability-who is responsible for what. It is
simply not fair to the public for the legislature or a state agency
to mandate a service requirement and not fund its cost. A
mandate can ensure that the responsibility for unpopular
property tax increases rests not with the ones responsible for
the increase but with the ones who must comply with the
mandate. This is not governmental accountability; it is a
magic show complete with smoke and mirrors.
So, the financial picture is not necessarily a good news.bad
news scenario; it's more of a bad news.worse news picture.
Action by the legislature to create new, more growth-oriented
revenue sources could bring some help, but even that assis
tance may be some time before becoming significant. The
problem is now.
Consolidation
For some years, there has been an acknowledgment that
there are too many players in the local government game and
that one of the most realistic solutions is the consolidation of
governments at the local level. During the 1960s and 1970s,
in fact, there were significant steps in that direction in parts
of this country. Most notably, there were major consolidations
of city and county governments in Jacksonville, Florida, and
Nashville, Tennessee. More recently, those efforts seem to
have run out of steam. While there is philosophical support
for consolidations, they have become less comprehensive and
more functional in nature.
A model has now emerged in Memphis and Shelby County.
Tennessee. The county. for example, runs the entire criminal
justice system. Not only is there no longer a city jail, the only
city court remaining is the traffic court.
The planning department is joint; inspections and code
enforcement are joint. The land use control board made up of
city and county residents reviews all applications for permits
by developers. A number of other programs including inner
city efforts are either shared by the two governments or clearly
assigned to one or the other.
Although voters in Shelby County rejected consolidation,
14

the leadership ofthe county and Memphis found ways to avoid
two of the greatest breakdowns in local government: costly
duplication and overlap of services and wasteful duplication
of efforts.
I'll give you another example from Lexington County. This
one is related to a special purpose fire district created prior to
home rule. Home rule created a countywide fire system with
eighteen fire stations and a fire advisory board of citizens from
all sections of the county. There were no problems for many
years. Then the legislative delegation appointed three new
members (out of five) to the Irmo fire advisory board who
decided to run the fire district in a totally different manner.
Suddenly neither group knows where it stands.
There ought to be a provision in law that as county and city
governments mature. special purpose districts should sunset
or be consolidated into county government to achieve econo
mies of scale and better service and to avoid costs of duplica
tion and overlapping of service. Two other special purpose
districts are waiting to see how Lexington County deals with
Irmo. A countywide fire service which has been a model in
South Carolina and for the nation is at risk. but my hands are
tied. Legislative delegation members will not even discuss the
options. The points they make feed the political system and
are all part of the pork barrel.
But the fact is that the
countywide fire service's ISO ratings lowered citizens' insur
ance premiums significantly. far more than the taxes it takes
to support the system.
Another example of sensible cooperation of governments
came up in Prince William County. Virginia. a suburb of
Washington which saw its population increase from 22,000 in
1950 to more than 203,000 today. Simply by incorporating
the processes of strategic planning. the county was able to
combine all its sanitary districts into a single authority.
creating the largest combined water and sewer authority in
Virginia. In so doing, the county created a financially viable
entity supported entirely by user fees. as well as a financial
base on which the county can now plan for a 92 percent
population expansion in the next ten years. The county just
simply took all the points of discharge and all the points of
15

water supply including all those well systems that don't meet
the federal drinking water standards and was able to pull
them together into one large district and step forward to do
something positive and progressive for their people.
Management
When the General Assembly enacted the Home Rule Act in
1975, it provided for different forms of government at the
county level. It acknowledged, in essence. that political
differences among the counties should be understood and
provided for. That flexibility has given us a means by which
we can tailor governments to suit local preferences.
Nationally. there is no form of government which brings on
greater culture clashes than at the local level. A good example
was in Florida, where the suburban growth ofTampa sprawled
into neighboring Hillsborough County. To quote a recent
article about the experience:
It is a struggle that has echoes all over the
country, as once-quiet localities. tangled up in
metropolitan growth, strive to professionalize their
operations. There is little room in the new, often
imported, ethic of button-down management for
the standards set by old-time rural politics.

My county council district has more people than thirteen
counties in the state. After reapportionment my council
district will have more people than almost twenty counties. I
would be less than honest if I didn't tell you that part of our
problem today is still old-time rural politics. Some ofthe most
senior people who have the most influence and control of the
processes of government in Columbia come from some of the
smallest counties. There is not anything bad about that: I
don't mean to imply that, but there are fast developing urban
counties that are being held back because leadership at the
state level does not understand such problems. It will be
interesting to see how things shake out after the 1990 census.
I move back to the outcome in the Florida county where
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there has been an ongoing battle between the traditional
leadership of the county and the concept of professional
public administration. The fight often revolves around how
much authority county council will devolve to its professional
staff. It is a conflict also heard daily within the confines of
South Carolina.
There is no simple solution to this dilemma. because it is
the classic political issue of sharing power between elected
officials and hired staff. Ultimately. however. the best inter
ests of public service will require that councils and their staffs
clearly define their roles. Those roles must be ones in which
council takes on more of the policy-making function and staff
takes on more of the executive function. Today. those
functions are still clouded in South Carolina and elsewhere in
the nation. They must be clarified for counties to get on with
the business of preparing for a very, very difficult future.
Planning
The term planning takes on connotations these days that
are not entirely favorable. Planning, or not. some people say.
the future is coming and there's nothing we can do about it.
Maybe the proper word is preparing. We can prepare for our
future. even if we cannot control it. In the case of county
government. where population growth, service demands and
uncertain revenue projections complicate things. we must get
ready.
We can see. for example, that growth is not necessarily
going to be the kind with which we are most familiar. Projec
tions recently made by Sales and Marketing magazine tell us
that it will not all take place in the metropolitan counties.
While Gwinnett County in suburban Atlanta is projected to be
the fastest growing county in the nation in the next five years,
there are others which may surprise you.
For example. the two counties in North Carolina listed
among the fastest growing are Brunswick and Dare counties.
both in the sparsely populated eastern section. These predic
tions tell us that rapid growth is no longer the special problem
of urban areas; it is also coming to sections of the state where
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tourism and retirement settlements will place additional
strain on the ability of counties to deliver services.
As far as South Carolina is concerned, look at several good
examples. In McCormick County, the new Cooper retirement
village at Hickory Knob will bring tens of thousands of new
residents into the county. In Jasper County, suburban
growth from Savannah will bring in many new residents. In
Lee County, the construction of a new 1,200-bed state prison
will create a tremendous demand for new people and a new
level of services.
In short, planning is not just for the big guys. It's for
everybody; and the quicker we realize it, the better we will be
able to cope with our future. As we used to say in the old
childhood game, it's coming, ready or not.
Many opportunities are available to us in preparing for that
future. We can learn through use of available statistics what
to expect. We can explore formally and informally how we can
work with other governments in meeting these expected
needs. And we can explore what to many of us is still a new
world of automation and technology to modernize our opera
tions and make them better serve our people.
I started out suggesting that by doing our jobs right we can
gratify some people and astonish the rest. There is no
question that county governments come in for their share of
criticism and some of it is well deserved. But I am not one of
those who becomes obsessed with the negative aspect of
public criticism. I do not consider it our responsibility to try
to make ourselves look good, nor do I see one of my functions
as being some kind of media star. In other words, ifwe do our
job right, the image problem will take care of itself.
But that is more easily said than done. We live in an era in
which people seem to believe that counties can simply grow
and reshape themselves to meet whatever needs may arise.
And we also live in times when the public is inclined to create
new governmental entities at the drop of a hat for some special
purpose.
Well, let me get this point across as strongly as I can. There
is no such thing as an elastic county, nor should there be such
thing as a disposable government. Our mission should be to
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set about the arduous journey of stabilizing county govern
ment for the long haul. It is more than simply identifying new
revenue sources; too many people seem to think that's our
only agenda item.
The real agenda is multifaceted and includes those items I
have discussed today: financial stability, intergovernmental
cooperation, professional management. and effective plan
ning.
County government has been around a long time. In South
Carolina, it goes back to the earliest days. There has been a
tendency, in fact, to look upon county governments like some
kind of country store. We did a little bit of this and a little bit
of that. Whether we are talking about small, medium or large
counties; whether we are talking about urban, suburban or
rural; whether we are talking about Upcountry, Midlands or
Lowcountry, we are talking about the absolute need for new
competence at the county level. Maybe we should not be in the
business of trying to be all things to all people. Maybe we
should work out with those around us an understanding of a
role in which we may limit our functions, but do them all very
well and with the financial resources to cover them ade
quately.
County government isn't the only problem today. I read in
Time the other day some comments about what is going on in
Washington, and it was unsettling. One ofthe quotes from the
article said,
Abroad and at home, more and more problems
and opportunities are going unmet. Under the
shadow of a massive federal deficit that neither
political party is willing to confront, a kind of
neurosis of accepted limits has taken hold from
one end of Pennsylvania Avenue to the other.
That quote tells us two things: one is that we can probably
no longer look to Washington for monies to help bail out state
or local governments. Washington will be doing well to pay its
own bills in the years ahead. Secondly, we can no longer look
to Washington for the kind of leadership we may have ex:19

pected in recent years.
That kind of governmental leadership may well need to
come from places like Lexington, Columbia, Clemson or
elsewhere in South Carolina. It may well come from places like
the Strom Thurmond Institute here at Clemson, where so
much talent and effort are being directed toward the improve
ment of the quality of public service in America today.
It's been an honor to be on the program, and it's a special
honor to participate in a series named for the late Senator
Harris Page Smith. Nobody was more enlightened about the
overall needs of governmental service in South Carolina than
he was, and nobody was more of a champion of local govern
ment. For all the problems we are facing today, we can thank
Harris Page Smith for giving us the opportunity to provide
quality services to the people of this state at the local level.
Thank you.

20

Harris Page Smith Memorial Lectures
Municipal Government In South Carolina Today
By Marion W. Middleton
I cannot begin my talk this evening without taking a
moment to remember Harris Page Smith for whom these
lectures are named. Harris Page Smith left his own unique
mark on South Carolina politics. He was wise, he was witty,
and when he died in 1981, he was well liked by political friend
and foe alike. That's because with Senator Smith, no matter
how tough the fight, there was never any doubt as to his
motives. He acted only in the best interests of the state.
It was our good fortune that one of Senator Smith's inter
ests was the need oflocal governments. We could not have had
a better champion. Senator Smith knew how to use his warm
and witty personality to the best turn. On many occasions he
was known to remove the tension from political debates by
telling one of his witty stories. He knew how to use his humor
to carry his point.
That was the essence of Harris Page Smith. And that kind
of wisdom is also the essence of Senator Nell Smith. South
Carolina has been lucky to have them both and certainly
better for it. It was my privilege and good fortune to have been
a friend of Harris Page Smith and also my good fortune to be
a friend of Senator Nell Smith. They are both fine South
Carolinians. A few days ago I was reading this statement:
"Don't pay to have your family tree traced; just run for public
office and it will be done for you." That would not have hurt
the Smiths, but some of us might not want that to happen to
us.
Tonight, let me begin by telling you of a book just on the
market. It's called American Renaissance: Our Life at the Tum
ofthe 21st Century. Its author, Marvin Cetron, is the president
of Forecasting International and has made a name for himself
as a futurist and author. Through his analysis of global
trends, he has predicted such events as the rise of Solidarity
in Poland and the revolution in Iran. His publishers boast he

has a 95 percent success rate.
Unlike many futuristic books, American Renaissance takes
an optimistic view of the nation's future, although it fully
acknowledges the hurtles in America's path. However, of
interest to me is Cetron's list of seventy-three major trends
affecting the United States into the twenty-first century.
Number four on the list is the growing urbanization and
suburbanization of rural land.
Frankly, I don't need Cetron's book to learn about the
growth of urbanization. I learned all about it and its ramifi
cations on South Carolina in a 1988 study prepared by Sid
Thomas and Associates for nine urban chambers of com
merce. The Thomas report spells out in detail the political,
demographic and economic impact of our rapidly growing
urban centers in South Carolina.
It is Thomas's primary conclusion that South Carolina's
long-held classification as a rural southern state is obsolete.
This is a startling conclusion, I dare say, since even the most
progressive among us here this evening probably still believes
that stereotype.
However, the Thomas study clearly points out that in terms
of population growth, tax generation, job creation, voter
registration and participation at the polls, and legislative
representatives, fifteen urbanized counties now dominate
South Carolina. These areas are the eight counties of the
Charleston, Columbia and Greenville metropolitan statistical
areas; the single-county metropolitan statistical areas of
Florence, Aiken, Anderson and York; and the coastal coun
ties.
According to the report, by the mid-1980s these urban
areas accounted for 88 percent of the population growth in
South Carolina; three-quarters of the income, sales and
gasoline tax generated; 84 percent of the new jobs created; 66
percent of the voter participation; and over three-fourths of
the legislative representation.
Obviously, the 1990 census will only expand on these
numbers. In fact, Dr. Jim Hite (of this institute) predicts that
by the end of the century, more than a quarter of the state's
population will be concentrated in the five coastal counties. In
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the aftermath of the census in the year 2000, legislative
reapportionment will likely produce as many legislators from
Horry or Berkeley counties, Hite predicts, as from Greenville
or Richland counties.
Yet despite these indicators, we in South Carolina persist
in thinking of ourselves as largely a rural state. Why? Why
do we cling to the rural stereotype when South Carolina
technically relinquished that classification almost ten years
ago? Why is there a caucus of rural legislators at the
Statehouse, but no urban counterpart?
Obviously there are many dynamics that contribute to
this-historical, social and political. But I fear we will persist
in this outdated thinking and will fail to take advantage of the
economic progress available to us until South Carolina recog
nizes the need for and adopts a statewide urban policy that
extends full governmental partnership to the municipalities
that stand at the heart of this growth.
For this to happen, however, leaders at the state level must
recognize that it is the municipalities that are providing the
infrastructure and the amenities that create the jobs, draw the
people, and fuel the state coffers. The difficulty of our job as
municipal leaders is compounded by a state that continues to
masquerade as a rural bastion.
What problems are the cities facing due to this growth?
There are many. Much of our urban population growth is
occurring in the suburbs outside the city limits. These
citizens are great users of city services, infrastructure and
attractions, yet are not part of the tax base that pays for them.
Federal revenue sharing was a great boon to the cities
during the 1970s. But it came with strings attached-federal
mandates and accountability and a new demand for admin
istrative expertise. We accepted this challenge and developed
the expertise only to be hit with the New Federalism of the
1980s. Or as the National League of Cities calls it: Fend-for
yourselves Federalism.
As South Carolina's population grew, so did the haphazard
system of service delivery. Cities, towns, counties, specials
ervice districts, special tax districts, they are all part of this
fragmented service network, which is long on complexity and
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short on accountability.
So these, in a nutshell, are the problems facing South
Carolina cities: inadequate revenue sources, a fragmented
service delivery system and an urban population growing so
quickly that by the year 2000, we can expect an influx of
people that could fill twelve new cities.
More than 2,000 years ago Aristotle wrote that man comes
to the city for work and that he remains for the good life. That
is still true today; however, I think the Greek philosopher's
thought could be altered slightly to read that man comes to the
city for work and for the good life. But what tools are needed
to ensure that South Carolina's municipalities can continue
to provide both? Let me outline them briefly.
First. our revenue-raising capabilities must be brought into
the twentieth century. Property taxes, our primary source of
revenue, are inadequate for cities now and will be even more
so in the twenty-first century.
For the past ten years, legislative studies and gubernatorial
task forces have recommended the creation of alternate
revenue sources for counties and municipalities, most often
in the form of a local option sales tax. The genesis of these
studies was even earlier-in 1966, when Harris Page Smith
was among twelve legislators whose study of constitutional
revisions paved the way for the 1975 Home Rule Act.
Our quest for the local option sales tax sometimes reminds
me of the story about the great movie producer Cecil B.
DeMille who was once asked why he produced so many movies
based on the Bible. He answered, "Why let 2,000 years of
publicity go to waste?" Certainly, we haven't been working
toward a local option sales tax for 2,000 years-it just seems
that way.
The local option sales tax is not a novel approach to local
government finances. Some thirty-two states allow their local
governments use ofthe sales tax. In the southeast, only South
Carolina and Kentucky prohibit its use. Our neighbors
Georgia and North Carolina have allowed it for thirteen years.
Right now, we are closer than we have ever been to
legislative passage of the local option sales tax. H.3739, the
local sales and use tax bill, whose primary sponsor is House
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Speaker Bob Sheheen, is now in a House-Senate conference
committee. The bill passed the House April 2 7 and the Senate
May 29, but differences between the House and Senate
versions sent it to a conference committee. During the
pressure of the final legislative week, no compromise was
reached on the bill; and it was carried over to the new session.
But I can assure you that when the General Assembly
reconvenes in January, the Municipal Association will do all
in its power to see its passage.
The second challenge is the promotion of orderly growth
and the elimination of a fragmented service delivery system.
This can best be accomplished in two ways: stronger annexa
tion laws and local government consolidation.
The General Assembly approved some strengthening of the
state annexation laws during the 1988 session. This was the
first modernization of the annexation laws since 1966. Under
the new method, 25 percent of the property owners who live
in an area proposed for annexation must petition for an
election. If a majority prevails in the election, then the city
council can annex by passing an ordinance. The new law also
provides a procedure to resolve service disputes between
special service districts and municipal governments.
This change is good, but South Carolina still lags far behind
neighboring states, such as North Carolina, which has al
lowed its cities to expand realistically into full-service metro
politan structures.
Local government consolidation is another step toward
eliminating duplication and making the best use of the
taxpayer's dollar. Currently. there is a bill pending before the
House Judiciary Committee. H.3484-sponsored by Rich
land County Representative Candy Waites, a former county
council member-would provide the statutory framework for
the consolidation initiative which our state constitution al
ready allows.
I would be remiss if I did not mention one final need and that
is the development of municipal leadership. No matter what
the size of the city. local government is becoming increasingly
complex.
State and federal mandates require audits. detailed re25

ports, greater accountability, stricter standards for law en
forcement training, clean air and water, personnel proce
dures, waste disposal and sewage treatment, to name just a
few. And God help the mayor or city councilman who doesn't
understand his legal liability. Even the smallest municipali
ties are turning to professional administrators to help handle
the burden. Clearly, more and better training must be
available to local government officials-a role, I know, the
Municipal Association and the Association of Counties are
working to fill.
So these are the tools we need for strong cities in the year
2000: better revenue raising ability, the continued strength
ening of our annexation laws, consolidation methods and
better training for civic leaders.
Before I close, it is important for you to know the impact of
Hurricane Hugo on the issues I addressed tonight. There is no
need for me to reiterate the devastation the storm caused
along the coast and inland. We have all seen the news stories.
However, we are just beginning to realize the dramatic impact
this storm will have on local government finances and, of more
long-term consequence, on the 1990 census.
Figures are still being compiled as to the number of homes
lost during the storm, but it is obvious that for some coastal
cities the impact on property values will be dramatic. Early
estimates showed that 3,000 single family dwellings were
destroyed by the storm. Around 971 were in Charleston
County, 712 in Berkeley County, 313 in Sumter County,
almost 200 in Williamsburg County.
For local governments facing the financial burden of trying
to restore services and rebuild infrastructure, these figures
are a nightmare. However, if one good thing has come from
Hurricane Hugo, it is that it made crystal clear the total
inadequacy of the property tax as a sole revenue-raising
instrument.
In addition, there are pressing concerns from both local and
state officials regarding the impact of the storm on the 1990
census. So many people were displaced by the storm, many
questions have been raised regarding the accuracy of the
census data. An inaccurate census could have a huge impact
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on a wide variety of governmental issues from political reap
portionment to revenue aid formulas.
In our benefit. the fmancial plights of storm-damaged local
governments have generated a greater appreciation of the
services we provide and how the local option sales tax could
help.
A recent editorial in the Anderson Independent headlined
"The Hugo Penny" endorsed the idea of a temporary statewide
penny sales tax increase with a "substantial portion" of the
revenues going to local governments hard hit by Hugo. The
editorial suggested that in eighteen to twenty-four months,
each county could hold a referendum to determine ifit wanted
to keep the sales tax increase or let it expire.
In the opinion of the Anderson Independent, "the people of
this state simply cannot in good conscience walk away from
their responsibilities to help the communities that took the
brunt of Hugo." "After Hugo," the editorial concluded, "let it
not be said that we were asked for a penny and refused."
After Hugo. let it also be said that no request for help was
left unanswered. I was so proud ofthe response ofmunicipali
ties all across South Carolina as they reached out to help
hard-hit fellow cities with crews and equipment. I know
officials at the Municipal Association were kept busy for days
after the storm matching offers of patrol cars, garbage trucks,
generators and manpower with the needs of storm-battered
cities.
I believe when we look back on those terrifying days, our
remembrances will not just be of what the storm took away.
but what it gave us: a fuller appreciation of people's concern.
their willingness to help, and what we can do when we work
together.
A few minutes ago I told you about Marvin Cetron and his
optimist view of the nation's future. Well, I have an optimistic
view of the future of South Carolina, also. With committed
leadership, we can realize that South Carolina is now an
urban state facing urban problems. With committed leader
ship, we can provide new revenue sources for our local
governments. With committed leadership, we can put in place
the planning and development tools necessary for our local
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governments to meet the challenges that lie ahead.
These Harris Page Smith Lectures in Local Government are
a step in the right direction in developing the type ofleadership
we need on local government issues. I commend the Strom
Thurmond Institute for providing this forum and look forward
to participating in future discussions.
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